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Abstract
The formation of China is a process of national integration and a fusion of different
beliefs. However, under Chairman Mao (1949-1976) and specifically during the Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976), people were reeducated to focus on Communism and expel remnants of
traditional Chinese culture including the various religions. Although, after the Cultural
Revolution, China reinstated its policy of religious freedom, there were still strict laws against
religion. Despite such circumstances, Chinese people still practice their religious beliefs. The
Yongchang area, located in Gansu Province in the northwest of China is a typical region of
Chinese culture. At the same time, compared to other parts of China, the Yongchang area’s
historical circumstances and geographical location along the Silk Road and Chinese border in
ancient times facilitated the absorption of different religious and ethnic cultures to form a mixed
regional religious culture. This thesis, through the perspective of Buddhism, aims to understand
how Yongchang supports and/or tolerates multiple religions through both a cultural
anthropological and a historical/archaeological perspective by understanding how different
religions and local people get along. By understanding how Yongchang supports and/or tolerates
multiple religions in one area, it serves as an example to understand the formation of China, the
Chinese people’s religious ideas, and the contradictions and compromises between the Chinese
government and Chinese people.
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Understanding Religious Tolerance in Yongchang, China
Introduction
The Yongchang area is located in Gansu Province, which is in the northwest of China
(Map 1). In this thesis, the Yongchang area does not only mean Yongchang county but rather
because of cultural similarities, it also includes the Jinchang area, Liangzhou area, Minqing
county, and Sunan county (Map 2). The area is culturally unique within China. Due to its
location along the Silk Road and multiple imperial conquests over the past millennium by
various cultural groups, Youngchang has been a place of settlement for many religions and ethnic
groups. Under Chairman Mao (1949-1976), religion was the enemy of Communism and
therefore suppressed. However, today Yongchang remains an open city for religions–folk
religions, Daoism, Buddhism, Confucius, Tibetan Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity create a
multi-religious region. With the current international news focusing on China’s treatment of
Muslims, its uniqueness provides an ideal situation for investigating the role of history in cultural
diversity in China.
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Map 1: Yongchang area in study around China
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Map 2: Yongchang area in detail
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The formation of China is a process of national integration and a fusion of different
beliefs. However, under Chairman Mao (1949-1976) and specifically during the Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976), people were reeducated to focus on Communism and expel remnants of
traditional Chinese culture including the various religions. It was certainly a dark time for
religions. The government and public called the religious people NiuGuiSheSheng, which means
the ghost of the cow and snake, to shame them. In Chinese, NiuGuiSheSheng refers to the ugly
and evil demons. In fact, since June 18, 1966, "The Red Guards have been permitted, or
encouraged, to engage in anti-religious activity, which stands in sharp contrast to the policy
hitherto pursued by the government” (FitzGerald 1967, 124). Because of such policies, and
others, religions have been suppressed and damaged to varying degrees with places of worship
closed by the government and people of faith forced to abandon their faith. However, beginning
on March 31, 1982, “China’s government re-established the policy of freedom of religion” (Wei
2012, translated from original Chinese). “Religious traditions in many parts of China have
revived their activities and organizations and rebuilt their temples, mosques and churches,
despite decades of strict regulation and repression by the government (Overmyer 2003, 307)”.
Still, the Chinese government has adopted a harsher policy toward Muslims than other religious
groups. For example, with extreme Muslim riots in China's Xinjiang province, where in the west
of Yongchang area, on July 5, 2009, the Chinese government further tightened religious controls.
Despite such circumstances, Chinese people still practice their religious beliefs.
Yongchang is a typical Chinese cultural city and an open city for religions–folk religions,
Daoism, Buddhism, Confucius, Tibetan Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity create a
multi-religious area. At the same time, compared to other parts of China, the Yongchang area’s
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historical circumstances and geographical location along the Silk Road and Chinese border in
ancient times facilitated the absorption of different religious and ethnic cultures to form a mixed
regional religious culture. In the Yongchang area, religions are no longer isolated from other
religions, nor are religions separate from many secular practices. For this reason, the Yongchang
area is a good case study to examine China’s religious diversity and tolerance.
Although the Yongchang area is a small part of China, many scholars focus on Buddhism
in Yongchang (Doucheng 2009; Hida 2019; Chengmei 2019), mainly from the perspectives of
archaeology and history. Systematic cultural anthropological research is still lacking in the
Yongchang area. This thesis, through the perspective of Buddhism, aims to understand how
Yongchang supports and/or tolerates multiple religions through both a cultural anthropological
and a historical/ archaeological perspective by understanding how different religions and local
people get along. By understanding how Yongchang supports and/or tolerates multiple religions
in one area, it will serve as an example to understand the formation of China, the Chinese
people’s religious ideas, and the contradictions and compromises between the Chinese
government and Chinese people.
Analysis
As of September 2021, this study has been underway for a year and a half. Although the
Yongchang area has a large number of temples and religious activities, there are not many
officially registered religious people. In China, becoming an official religious person requires
permission from the government. After getting permission, a citizen will change his or her
citizen record. Take Yongchang county as an example: According to the Yongchang county
government, there are 250,000 people in Yongchang county. But only 4,500 people are officially
religious, and 3,400 of them are Buddhists. The proportion of official religious people is only 1.8
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percent (personal communication). However, this data does not represent the true number of
religious people in Yongchang because the data mainly comes from citizen records. But because
of complicated procedures and special reasons, some religious people do not record their beliefs
in their citizen information. For example, getting government permission to become an official
religious person requires an education and certification from an official religious institution like
the temples. Therefore, while many people are not registered as religious, religion is still an
integral part of secular life, and they care more about where their hearts belong. Some of them
choose to practice religions on their own at home, others choose to become volunteers in
temples, and so on. In short, there are many ways to practice religious beliefs, with the core of
practicing in the heart rather than the citizen records. Based on these thoughts, the public is
welcomed at every temple in the Yongchang area, and the region has a strong religious culture.
There is even a trade culture - religious business, which means some people make wishes by
giving money to the temple. For ordinary people, temples provide a place to make wishes and
release stress. They can choose whether to pay money to make a wish to deity. Usually if they
want to use incense and candles, they have to pay the temple because such trade provides the
monks with money to live on.
From the perspective of archaeology and historical anthropology, the Yongchang area has
been ruled by different ethnic groups through time. In the process of their rule, they not only
enriched and diversified religion in the Yongchang area but also promoted religious integration.
Since ancient times in China, royal authority has had greater power than religions, and
sometimes religion has been a tool for the royal government to consolidate power. Although this
situation is not conducive to the development of a single religion, it avoids the situation of a
dominant one, which helps protect religious diversity. In the process of religious dissemination,
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the Yongchang area produced a large number of religious legends, which people revere through
festivals and customs. For example, in the Yongchang area, people take part in the Bathing
Buddha Festival, which is the birthday of the founder of Buddhism; people use the funeral of
Daoism to bury the dead; people pray for Confucius before exams; and people eat breakfasts in
Muslim restaurants. Some of these examples of cultural syncretism are unique to the Yongchang
area, and some are common to the whole of China where religious culture also has not been
stagnant, and thus has continued to impact religious culture in Yongchang.

From the Perspective of Buddhism
Yongchang area is multi-religious. In this region, different religions retain their unique
values and attract different communities. Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism are the most
popular religions in the area. Their followers are mainly Han nationality, which is the largest of
China's 56 nationalities. Yongchang region is a typical Chinese region, so the Han nationality is
also the main component of Yongchang region. Buddhism has the most temples, Daoism
constitutes the customs of the local people, and Confucianism has the greatest influence on the
way of thinking of the local people-- combined these three religions have the most influence on
religious and secular life. At the same time, the three religions also integrated with each other
and absorbed practices from each other.
The second type of religion is those that do not originate from Han culture. Most of these
religions come from ethnic minorities and western countries. Religions belonging to ethnic
minorities include Islam, which is followed by Hui ethnic groups and Tibetan Buddhism, which
is typically practiced by Tibetans and Yugu ethnic groups. Additionally, Christianity, stemming
from Western societies, is in the minority. Buddhism is special among them. While Buddhism
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originated in India and was a foreign religion to China due to its early introduction, it has been
integrated into Chinese culture primarily as Chinese Buddhism with a Tibetan branch.
The third type of religion is folk religion. They are different from the above religions,
because they are made up of ShenXian. The original meaning of ShenXian is “deity” in Chinese.
In Yongchang, people use this term for people who can build connections with deity to heal the
sick, predict the future, and do amazing things. ShenXian is an honorific title, and the more
common title is ShenPoZi, which sounds more rude. ShenPoZi means the female who has
amazing power to build connections with deity. But it doesn’t mean all ShenXian are female. At
the beginning of my research, I used to think that the regiment belonged to Shamanism. But as
we get to know them, they don't seem to fit easily into shamanism. Because the deities they
believed in were mainly from Daoism and Buddhism instead of nature. During my fieldwork, a
ShenXian told me that she belonged to Buddhism and her teacher is Amituofo, who was a
Buddha in Buddhism. This is an interesting line of research that is beyond the scope of this
thesis, but warrants future work.
To sum up, Buddhism has a key place among the three types of religions in the
Yongchang area. Therefore, investigating religious issues in the Yongchang region from the
perspective of Buddhism offers important insight into the religious culture of the Yongchang
area.

From the Perspective of Anthropology and Cultural Relativism
“The term anthropology refers to the study of humanity (Stein and Stein 2017, 28)”.
Everything related to human beings can be studied by anthropology. While anthropology is
connected with other different disciplines, such as sociology, religion, history, etc, its main goals
are studying and understanding human beings and the formation of culture . “One way in which
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anthropology differs from other subjects is that anthropology is an integrated study of humanity.
Anthropologists study human societies as systematic sums of their parts, as integrated wholes
(Stein and Stein 2017, 28)”. Anthropology consists of four main fields - cultural anthropology,
biological anthropology, archaeology, and linguistics. Cultural anthropology mainly studies the
culture of the present era, archaeology studies the culture of the past, biological anthropology
studies the biological phenomena and origin of human beings, and linguistics studies the culture
with language as the main. Therefore, anthropology can be used to record and assess the
culture(s) of a region in a more systematic and comprehensive way.
This thesis discusses the various religions in the Yongchang area from anthropological
and historical perspectives using various methods including mapping, visual anthropology,
participant observation, and interviews.

Methods
Anthropologists concentrate on studying culture in different regions and record their
experience in ethnographies. Understanding the culture in different areas plays a very important
role in anthropological study. “We have grown up in a particular society, and the behaviors and
ideas of our own society seem to us to be natural and correct. It is also natural to use our own
society as the basis for interpreting and judging other societies. This tendency is called
ethnocentrism (Stein and Stein 2017, 43).” Ethnocentrism is disadvantageous to the study of
anthropology. Under ethnocentrism, anthropologists may get a biased understanding of ethnic
groups and culture because their own cultural beliefs and experiences may limit them from
understanding certain aspects of other cultures. And it can have an even more negative effect -prejudice. In religious studies, for example, atheist anthropologists do not believe that deity
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exists but to overcome ethnocentrism and maintain neutrality is very important. Anthropologists
use cultural relativism to achieve this goal. Cultural relativism means the anthropologists seek to
understand different cultures not through their own cultural views, which means that
anthropologists need to take part in the cultures they study and use local perspectives to observe
and interpret culture.
In this study, cultural relativism is the main lens I use to examine this topic with
specific methods including participant observation, interview, visual anthropology, and mapping

Research Sites
In this study, the definition of sites is broad. Sites are primarily places of worship.
Thirty-five sites were included in the study. I carried out field work at sixteen of the sites. They
are: Shenrong Temple, Dajue Temple, Haimu Temple, Yunzhuang Temple, Jinshan Temple,
Qingzheng Temple, Jinchang Qingzheng Big Temple, Jvmoluoshi Temple, Suwu Temple, Dayun
Temple, Tianti Mountain Grottoes, Culture Temple, Baita Temple, Jingganghaimu Temple,
Yangxiang Temple, and Shifo Cliff. Map 3 illustrates the thirty-five sites used in this research
and classifies them by religion. Map 4 illustrates the locations and types of methods employed at
the sixteen field sites.
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Map 3: Distribution of Religious Sites in Yongchang area
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Map 4: Distribution of Fieldwork 2020-2021
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Participant Observation
Participant observation is one of the most basic methods in cultural anthropology. “In
cultural anthropology, research credibility is very much determined by the acknowledgment of
researchers having ‘been there and done it’, rather than by a description of a society or cultural
phenomenon on the basis of documents” (Knibbe and Versteeg 2008, 47). It emphasizes the
importance of the anthropologist's firsthand experience. “In phenomenological anthropology,
cultural reality is understood as a life-world” (Versteeg 2008, 49). When a baby comes into the
world, he can only see the world with his eyes at first. As he grew up, he began to join the world
to feel the world. This is the step that anthropologists need to take. Cultural relativism requires
anthropologists to abandon their own cultural context. So every anthropologist is a baby when it
comes to different cultural phenomena. The simplest and most effective way is to observe and
participate. In this study, cultural phenomena include both the religious and secular levels to
achieve a more holistic understanding of religious tolerance in Yongchang.
In this research, I observed several aspects of Yongchang culture including the
architectural characteristics of different religions, the deities of different religions through the
statue of deities, the script of Buddhism, and the rituals, the interrelation between religious
rituals and the secular world, the mutual communication between lay people and religious
people, and how religions integrate themselves into the secular society. At the same time, I also
participated in various religious rituals, local festivals, tasted different religious foods, had
diviners from folk religions predict my future, and stayed in temples to experience their daily
life.
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Interviews
Interviews are mainly seen in ethnography- a type of cultural anthropology in which
anthropologists immerse themselves in a particular culture(s). Interviews are a way for
anthropologists to get answers to questions directly from living populations. But it's not the same
as asking a research question. For example, the topic of this research is the religious tolerance in
Yongchang. When I interview a Buddhist, I would ask, for example, how do you understand
other religions and secularity, rather than ask them whether they think Buddhism is tolerant of
other religions. Because when people are interviewed, they tend to project a good image of
themselves. Therefore, they will respond with more formal sentences or even embellished ones,
and they may lie to keep a good image. “The reality of ﬁeld work is that we interview in order to
ﬁnd out what we do not and cannot know otherwise; to locate the knowledge people carry in
their heads, their ‘notions’, the beliefs and values driving their actions” (Holy and Stuchlik 1983,
35). At the same time, another important significance of the interview is to obtain information
that does not exist officially, such as oral history, folklore, and cultural practices, or might be
modified or unilateral in official documentations.
In this study, I interviewed a total of 32 people. Twelve of them that practice Chinese
Buddhism, four Tibetan Buddhism, two Islam, two Daoism, two folk religions, and twelve were
non-religious people that I met at either religious or secular places. For religious people, my
questions mainly focused on their faith, their taboos, their view of secular ideas, and their
attitude towards other religions. For non-religious (undeclared to government) people, my
questions focused on what religious services they attend, why they attend religious services, why
they come to religious venues, and how they understand faith. In the field work, I also asked the

14

authoritative interviewees, such as temple directors and local elderly people, about the local folk
history and legends.
Visual Anthropology
Visual anthropology is not a new anthropological method. “Photography has a long
history and varied history in ethnography” (Pink 2007, 73). But with the development of
technology, visual anthropology has become more and more important and normal as a research
method. Visual anthropology emphasizes the use of photographs and video to document culture.
“Photographs are valued because they give information. They tell one what there is; they make
an inventory” (Sontag 1973, 16). Through photographs and videos, anthropologists are able to
show culture to readers intuitively rather than through imagination. At the same time,
“photography is an objective recording device” (Pink 2007, 73). Visual anthropology is different
from traditional photography because it requires anthropologists to keep records as they are,
which means that they record what they observe rather than stage photos.
In this research, I mainly used visual anthropology based on photography. Through
photos, I recorded the architectural styles, rituals, representations of deities, and local customs of
different religions as well as the food of Chinese Buddhism and Islam. Visual anthropology
occupies a large component of this thesis because religion is not solely intangible but also
materialized. Through visual anthropology, religious culture can be directly and objectively
displayed. And religion tends to be sacred, which is embodied by brilliant temples, powerful
statues of deities, and other cultural phenomena. But this holiness is hard to put into words. This
sacredness can be conveyed through photographs.
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Mapping
Mapping mainly refers to the visualization and analysis of geographic information. The
most commonly used method is Geographic Information System (GIS). “What is the essence of a
GIS? Fundamentally it consists of (1) one or more databases of information, (2) a relational
database manager that brings together the data from the different databases, and (3) a program
that draws maps(Dow 1994, 480)”. GIS is commonly used in archaeology to analyze the
relationships between different sites, regions in terms of cultural and environmental phenomena.
However, “GIS technology also holds considerable promise as a research tool in cultural
anthropology (Dow 1994, 479)”. Through GIS, anthropologists can identify underlying cultural
phenomena such as cultural diffusion. “The spatial diffusion of culture refers to the diffusion of a
particular cultural phenomenon from one region to another over a certain period. Consequently,
culture is introduced to new regions, leading to the formation of new cultural regions”(Zhang
and Zhou 2020, 1). Through GIS techniques, the spread can often be seen.
In this study, I used ArcGIS Pro to illustrate and analyze the distribution of different
religions in different times and the interrelation of religious sites. Additionally, I employed GIS
to map my field sites as part of my methodological approach.
Yongchang
History
Throughout ancient times, the Yongchang area was the boundary between the central
government and the local minority government in China. Additionally, the ancient Silk Road
passed through the area and was controlled by different ethnic groups through time that uniquely
shaped the region’s culture. Before 176 BCE, the ethnic group - Rouzhi (⽉⽒), a nomadic
animal husbandry culture controlled Yongchang The Rouzhi were defeated by Xiongnu (匈奴),
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another nomadic group, which was famous for attacking Europe. While there is no clear
evidence about Rouzhi religious beliefs, records from Shiji written by Sima Qian, indicate that
they practiced shamanism. They offered animal sacrifices to their ancestors and worshipped the
sun and moon. In 121 BCE, the Han dynasty defeated Xiongnu and Yongchang officially took
part in Chinese culture. It is during this period that Emperor Hanwu who conquered the area,
built the ancient silk road making Yongchang an important trade exchange center. While Daoism
and Confucianism were the main beliefs governing China in the Han Dynasty, the Yongchang
area was more influenced by Confucianism.This is because shortly after Yongchang became part
of China; that is, in 134 BCE Emperor Wudi of the Han Dynasty adopted Confucianism as the
only governing philosophy. Additionally, Buddhism was introduced into China during the Han
Dynasty. “However, there was still a blank record of Buddhism in the Yongchang area in this
period (Du 2009, 1)”; therefore, it is uncertain whether Buddhism influenced the Yongchang area
during this period.
Since the Han Dynasty, the administration of the Yongchang area changed with the
dynasties of China including theWei Dynasty (220-265 CE) during the Three Kingdoms period
(220-280 CE), Jin period (265-420 CE), South and North Dynasties(420-589 CE), Sui Dynasty
(581-619 CE), and Tang dynasty (618-764 CE). Therefore, the development of religions was
similar to most areas in China, especially during the South and North Dynasties when “Chinese
Buddhism entered a stage of flourishing development (中国佛教历史及其主要派别 2005,
translated from original Chinese)”. Thus it is during this time period that theYongchang area also
set the stage for today's Buddhist culture. Beginning with 764 CE, TuBo (吐蕃), an ethnic group
who are today the Tibetan people, also occupied Yongchang. practicing Tibetan Buddhism and
Bon religion-an old shamanism. In 1038 CE, an ethnic group called the DangXiang ethnic group(
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党项族) built the West Xia dynasty and took over Yongchang. The West Xia mainly believed in
Buddhism with Tibetan Buddhism holding a higher position than Chinese Buddhism. In 1226
CE, Genghis Khan wiped out the West Xia dynasty and Yongchang was then occupied by the
Yuan dynasty, which was also called the Mongol Empire. “Although the Mongols believe in
Shamanism, they adopted an inclusive tolerance policy for various religious beliefs of all ethnic
groups (Ren 2007, 97, translated from original Chinese)”. Thus the most popular religion in the
Yongchang area remained Tibetan Buddhism. After the Ming dynasty defeated the Yuan dynasty
in 1370 CE, the Yongchang area returned to traditional Chinese culture with Confucianism,
Chinese Buddhism, and Daoism becoming the dominant religions. Due to its complex history,
the Yongchang area became, and continues to be a multicultural and multi-ethnic area with
various belief systems.
Geographical Position
The Yongchang area’s geographical position influenced religious beliefs and practices. Its
harsh environment made people more willing to believe in religion and pray to deities in order to
provide a sense of security. Moreover, its location on the Silk Road led to frequent exchanges
with other cultures that contributed to the area’s religious diversity. Additionally, today's
Yongchang area also has a special geographical location, promoting the exchange of religious
culture. Yongchang is located today in Gansu Province, which is home to 2,410,498 ethnic
minorities, including Tibetans, the Yugu, and the Hui. The Yongchang area borders Qinghai
province and Inner Mongolia directly. Qinghai has 1,375,062 Tibetans and 834,298 Hui people.
Inner Mongolia has 4,226,093 Mongolians. At the same time, Yongchang area is also very close
to Ningxia Province where there are 2,190,979 Hui people. These minorities all have unique
beliefs. The Tibetan and Yugu enthic group believe in Tibetan Buddhism, while the Hui ethnic
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group believe in Islam. Therefore, religious cultural exchanges are still very common in the
Yongchang area. For example, in Dajue temple and Yunzhuang temple, there are some monks
from Inner Mongolia teaching and studying Buddhism.
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Map 5: Yongchang Area, Perimeter Area, and Distribution of Ethnic Groups
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Chinese Buddhism
Overview
Chinese Buddhism refers to Buddhism integrated into Chinese culture. In academic
circles, there is no clear answer as to when Buddhism came to China. It is generally believed that
Buddhism arrived in China at the end of the West Han Dynasty, but the most clear answer is that
China's first temple, the White Horse Temple, was built in 68 AD. After Buddhism was
introduced into China, it gradually merged with traditional Chinese Daoism and Confucianism
and became Chinese Buddhism. Today in the Yongchang area, Chinese Buddhism is the largest
religion with the largest number of temples.

History and Legend
The history of Buddhism in the Yongchang area is complicated and contradictory for
many reasons. One key reason is the legends and stories surrounding Buddhism in the area that
are intermixed with historical circumstances. These legends and stories come from multiple
sources including temple archives, murals, ancient Buddhist books, and stories of the monks in
the temple. While some of these legends and stories are supported by archaeological
investigations, others conflict with them; however, due to the overall lack of archaeological
research in the Yongchang area as well as the local government embellishing history in order to
develop tourism, it is often difficult to distinguish the veracity of such legends and stories. Yet,
legends have value because they are a form of expression of Buddhist beliefs that influences not
only history but contemporary society.
The earliest legend of Buddhism associated with the Yongchang area is the story of
Jvmoluoshi. Jvmoluoshi was a great monk in China’s history who was born in Guizi, which
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today is Xinjiang . His father and mother were Buddhist. In 307 CE, at the age of seven, he
began to study Buddhism. In 365 CE, Guizi was defeated by the Qian Qin regime (350-394 CE)
and Jvmoluoshi was taken prisoner and brought to the Yongchang area. During this time,
according to Jvmoluoshi Temple’s history, he introduced Buddhism to those who were not afraid
of it and his supporters built Jvmoluoshi Temple for him to practice Buddhism. After his death,
his bones became relics and were stored in the padeitya in Jvmoluoshi Temple. But
archaeological evidence tells a different story. “Archaeological data show that the padeitya was
built during the Ming dynasty” (Du 2009, 50, translated from original Chinese). Du argues that
Jvmoluoshi did not contribute to the development of Buddhism in the Yongchang area, but rather
his major contributions to Buddhism took place after he left the Yongchang area. Although
archaeological data and legend are different, the appearance of the monk-Jvmoluoshi is the first
appearance of Buddhism in the Yongchang area.
Another early Buddhist site is Tianti Mountain Grottoes, which were first built during the
North Liang Regime (397 - 460 CE). The Tianti Mountain Grottoes are supposedly the
predecessors of China's grottoes. After the Tianti Mountain Grottoes were cut, many famous
monks came to Liangzhou (ancient name of Yongchang area) to visit them. After North Liang
was defeated by the North Wei Dynasty (386 - 534 CE), the North Wei dynasty adopted the style
of the Grottoes of Tianti Mountain Grottoes and cut the Yungang Grottoes. The tradition of
creating Tianti Mountain Grottoes continued through the Sui Dynasty (581 - 618 CE), Tang
Dynasty (618 - 907 CE), West Xia (1038 - 1227CE), Ming Dynasty (1368 - 1644 CE), and Qing
Dynasty (1636 - 1912 CE). According to the Stela of Rebuilding at Guangshai Temple, there
were 26 niches for statues of Buddha, but for natural reasons, only 18 niches still exist. The
niches contain not only Buddha statues but also murals in various styles and scriptures in
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different languages (Chinese, Tibetan, and West Xia language). The appearance of Tianti
Mountain Grottoes provides archaeological evidence that Buddhism officially began to develop
in the Yongchang area at least ca. 397 - 460 CE.
The development of Buddhism in the Yongchang area is also associated with a great
monk. The name of the monk was Liu Sahe whose family name is Liu and given name Sahe. In
the history of China, he is part of the first generation who went to India for Buddhist scriptures
and was the first to return to China to spread Buddhism. He is believed to be the incarnation of
the Guanshiyin Pusa (Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva) in Buddhism. While there is no data proving
that Liu Sahe actually came to the Yongchang area (Ding and Gao 2011, 54, translated from
original Chinese), it is said that in 435 CE he came to the area and predicted: “there will be a
giant Buddha here in the future. If China is peaceful, the head and the body of Buddha can be put
together; if China is not peaceful, the head and the body of Buddha can not be put together". In
520 CE, a headless Buddha was found in the Yushan valley of Yongchang, and in 557 CE, the
head of the Buddha statue was found 200 kilometers away, and then the body and head of the
Buddha were fused. In 561 CE, people built a temple in Yushan valley, which is Shengrong
Temple today. In 572 CE, the head of the Buddha fell off and could not be put back together.
Buddhists often see this as a harbinger of the emperor of Wudi - Yu Wenyi's destruction of
Buddhism, and the fall of the North Zhou dynasty. In 609 CE, Emperor Yang of the Sui dynasty
(581-618 CE) came to Shengrong Temple and renamed it Gantong Temple. In the legend from
the temple, the famous Buddhist Xuanzang also stayed in this temple to chant scriptures after
returning from his pilgrimage to the West. According to archaeological data, the body of Buddha
exists in the Shengrong Temple and the head of Buddha was put in the Museum.
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Figure 1 is a color photograph. In the middle of the photograph is the body of a Buddha.
But it was more like a hill than a statue. This is the amazing Buddha statue mentioned above. On
the left is the head of a Buddha statue in a display case. But it's not the original head because the
original head is in the museum. There is a table in front of the body of the Buddha. There are
candles and incense on the table. On both sides of the table are flowers in memory of this
Buddha.
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Figure 1: Liu Sahe’s Statue of Buddha, November 24, 2020, Shengrong Temple, Yongchang,
China. This is the statue of Buddha in the legend of Liu Sahe. Liu Sahe predicted“there will be a
giant Buddha in Shengrong Temple in the future. If China is peaceful, the head and the body of
Buddha can be put together; if China is not peaceful, the head and the body of Buddha can not be
put together".
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While many of these histories and legends cannot be confirmed, they reflect and helped
to make Chinese Buddhism sacred and integral to life in Yongchang. These wonderful legends
are no longer simply a religious story but a Yongchang story that forms part of religious and
secular life, contributing to religious tolerance in the area.

Chinese Buddhism toward Secular

Temple as Trip
Figure 2 is a top, or bird’s eye, view of Dajue Temple. This is a color photograph taken
from a drone. The photograph consists of a series of mountains and buildings. Daejue Temple is
built on the side of the mountain, and all the temples on the mountain belong to Dajue Temple.
Seen from the ground, the buildings line up from right to left. The architectural style is all
Chinese, red houses with pointed roofs. Important buildings in the photograph include a square
(plaza), two large temples, and a Chinese-style padeitya. In the lower right corner of the
photograph is the square, and above the square is the first big temple, which is the main temple
of Dajue Temple. In the main temple, there are three statues of Buddha. The three Buddhas are
past Buddha, present Buddha, and future Buddha, which respects the three different periods of
Buddhism. The kitchen, dining hall, and the monks’ rooms are beside the main temple. Above
the main temple is the padeitya. The other big temple is located at the top of the mountain.
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Figure 2: Dajue Temple, February 26, 2021, Wudang Mountain, Yongchang, China.
This is a top view of Dajue Temple. Daejue Temple is built on the side of the mountain, and all
the temples on the mountain belong to Daejue Temple. Dajue Temple is a Buddhist temple, but
the temple houses deities from Daoism and Confucianism. "Originally Dajue Temple belonged to
Daoism, but as the number of Daoists decreased, monks began to practice here.”
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Figure 3 is a top, or bird’s eye, view of Shengrong Temple. This is a color photograph
taken from a drone. The photograph consists of two rows of mountains and a walled temple. The
walled temple is Shengrong Temple and is located between the two rows of the mountain.
Shengrong Temple, founded in 561 CE, is one of the few well-preserved thousand-year-old
temples in China. All the buildings in this temple complex are Chinese-style, red houses with
pointed roofs. In the middle of Shengrong Temple is a padeitya. And the building behind the
padeitya is the place to chant Buddhist scripture. On the right of this building is the main hall of
Shengrong Temple. There are three statues of Buddha in it, which are the same as those at the
Dajue Temple. The building behind the main temple is the most important hall in Shengrong
Temple because there is a special statue of Buddha in it. The great monk - Liu Sahe said that
when the heads of the Buddha are together, the world is at peace, and if the head and the Buddha
were separated, the world would be in chaos. “There was a mural in cave #231 of the Mogao
Grottoes in Dunhuang recording this Buddha statue and Liu Sahe” (Zhang 2002, 54, translated
from original Chinese)” On the left of the main hall is the dining hall. Although the dining hall is
for meals, Buddhists in Shengrong Temple also practice Buddhism here. There are also two
padeityas in this photograph, which are located on the two rows of Mountain.
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Figure 3: Shengrong Temple, April 25, 2021, Yongchang, China
Shengrong Temple, also known as Guantong Temple, is located in Yongchang County, Jinchang
City, Gansu Province, China. Shengrong Temple was built in memory of eminent monk-Liu
Sahe. Founded in 561 CE, Shengrong Temple is one of the few well-preserved thousand-year-old
temples in China. In 609 CE, Emperor Yang of the Sui dynasty(581-618 CE) came to this temple
and renamed it Gantong Temple. The famous monk Xuanzang also stayed in the temple to chant
scriptures after returning from his pilgrimage to the West.
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Religious travel is popular in Yongchang. People visit temples and pray in them. The
temples set up Gongde boxes for people to donate money and pray to keep the temples running.
Gongde is a Buddhism term which refers to beneficence. The function of Gongde box is similar
to a donation box. Dajue Temple and Shengrong Temple are two typical examples with Gongde
boxes--their presence reflects the role of religion in secular life. Dajue temple is close to the city
and is located on Wudang Mountain, and locals like to climb the mountain after dinner. While
most people come to exercise rather than pray at the temple, sometimes when the temple holds
ceremonies, it attracts large crowds of people, who the monks allow to watch their ceremonies.
Dajue Temple also sets up a free restaurant for visitors to eat in the temple on the first and 15th
days of the lunar calendar. In contrast, the main purpose of visitors to Shengrong Temple is to
visit the temple to learn about the Buddhist history of the Yongchang area. Unlike Dajue temple,
Shengrong Temple's halls are closed on weekdays and visitors can only pray outside the halls.
But for some tourists who really want to visit the halls, the monks will open the halls to satisfy
their request. Shengrong Temple also houses a large number of dormitories so visitors can ask
the monks to stay in the temple for a few days. Accommodation at Shengrong Temple is free of
charge, and the only requirement is that visitors attend a morning class at 5am.

Food as Taboo
Most Chinese Buddhists are vegetarians, but not all are vegetarians. It depends on if the
Buddhists accepted the wujie(五戒). Wujie means five taboos. The five taboos are no killing, no
stealing, no lust, no lying, and no drinking alcohol. For being Buddhists, this is not a necessary
condition for them to study Buddhism, but for being monks, it is required. “When a Buddhist
decides to accept the Wujie, they have to take an oath before the Buddha and have monks as
witnesses” (Chief. Interview with Liming Gao. Personal Interview. Shengrong Temple, April 18,
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2021). Thus, once they accept the wujie, they can not eat any meat because eating meat is
equivalent to killing animals. For vegetarians, there are two special foods - eggs and milk. These
two types of food are not very well defined as vegetarian. For Buddhists, they don't eat eggs
because they believe “eggs are also life so eating eggs is also killing” (Chief. Interview with
Liming Gao. Personal Interview. Shengrong Temple, April 18, 2021). As for milk, it is fine to
drink it if they think of the cow as their mother. Because “even though milk does not involve
killing animals, the process of producing milk is harmful to cows. Only mothers make sacrifices
to provide milk for their children” (Chief. Interview with Liming Gao. Personal Interview.
Shengrong Temple, April 18, 2021).
At the same time, the Chinese Buddhists who accept the Wujie also do not eat scallions,
garlic, leeks, and onions. These foods relate to the “no lust” taboo of Wujie because they are
believed to make people get angry easier. There are two reasons for this belief. First, they have a
very pungent smell. “So when people eat them raw, it makes them more likely to get angry. And
when people eat them cooked, they increase their libido. In particular, the leek is known as the
aphrodisiac grass in China” (Daojue Monk. Interview with Liming Gao. Personal Interview.
Dajue Temple, April 7, 2021). Second, according to the Buddhist scriptures, “such food is raised
by the blood of the sorceress, who uses them to disturb believers” (Daojue Monk. Interview with
Liming Gao. Personal Interview. Dajue Temple, April 7, 2021).
Figure 4 is a color photograph showing a pot of cauliflower cooking. Figure 5 is a color
photograph with a bowl of noodles that are topped with tomatoes, green peppers, and eggplant.
The two foods have in common a lack of meat and a lack of seasoning vegetables commonly
used by the public, such as scallions and garlic. These foods were from Dajue Temple.
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Figure 4: Cauliflower, April 12, 2021, Wudang Mountain, Yongchang, China
People cooking cauliflower in Dajue Temple. This is the lunch of monks.
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Figure 5: Noodles, April 12, 2021, Wudang Mountain, Yongchang, China
The noodles were covered by tomatoes and eggplants. This is the lunch in Dajue Temple
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Food is the easiest Buddhist taboo for ordinary people to break. On Wudang Mountain,
where Dajue Temple is located, the trash can contain many bags of leftover meat. In the vicinity
of the Shengrong Temple is the presence of mutton halls that prepare lamb for tourists to eat
because lay people do not have to follow the same taboos as the monks of the temple. For
monks, taboos are used to regulate themselves so that they can concentrate more on their practice
and become Buddhas sooner; thus, Buddhists think they don't have any right to ask others to
abide by their taboos.

Practice as Study
Figure 6 is a color photograph of the main hall of Dajue Temple. The subject of the photo
is a monk in a red robe. He is the master monk in Dajue Temple, and is kneeling before a large
table and a small table. Small tables were placed with sutras, and large tables were placed in
front of the Buddhas and covered with offerings of food. Behind the monk in red robes are four
rows of kneeling men. The people in the first row on the right are all bald indicating they are all
monks. The men in the other three rows have hair, and they were part Jvshi who are Buddhist,
but not monks, but not fully lay persons.
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Figure 6: Rituals in Dajue Templs, April 12, 2021 Wudang Mountain, Yongchang, China
The master monk in Dajue Temple led other people to read the Dizangwang Pusa script. People
use this ritual to study the spirit of Dizangwang Pusa and confession.
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The photograph was taken at a dharma meeting in Dajue Temple. The theme of this
dharma meeting was to learn from the spirit of Dizangwang Pusa. Pusa was a term to describe a
kind of deity in Buddhism. There are two main deities that are derived from the origin of
Buddhism. The first is Fozu which means Buddha. In Buddhism, there are countless Buddhas.
Different Buddhas control the different worlds. The Buddha who controls our world is
Shijiamoni, which is the founder of Buddhism. But now Shijiamoni is nirvana. Nirvana is death
in Buddhism. But unlike secular death, Nirvana is the buddhist's liberation from the secular
world. At the same time, the future Buddha - Milefo still suffers the disaster to become Buddha.
There is no Buddha to protect us now; Buddhists call this current time period the era of the
abolition of dharma. Buddhism believes that everyone can become Buddha. The requirements for
Buddha are having abilities to reflect on themselves, teach other people, and forget the
annoyance. The second deity is Pusa, which is Bodhi-sattva in Sanskrit. In Buddhism, there are
also countless Pusa and everyone can become Pusa. The requirements for Pusa are having
abilities to reflect themselves and teach other people. So Pusa is a prerequisite for Buddha. In
Buddhism, there is a Pusa called Dizangwang Pusa--Kṣitigarbha in Sanskrit. According to the
sutras, in order to save his mother from hell, he swore that he would become a Buddha only
when hell was empty. Although he had satisfied the requirements of Buddha, he remained a
Pusa, today, in the era of the abolition of dharma, he is the protector of the world. Therefore, “to
study the spirit of Dizang Pusa is to study compassion, compassion, and salvation” (Daojue
Monk. Interview with Liming Gao. Personal Interview. Dajue Temple, April 7, 2021).
The dharma meeting (as seen in Figure 6) consists of two parts. The first part is where the
master monk explains the meaning of the scriptures to help lay people attending the meeting to
understand information from sutras. The second part is chanting sutras. Chanting is the most
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common method of learning in Buddhism in temples because followers believe that chanting the
sutras can deepen their understanding of the dharma and is part of their practice. At the same
time, the process of chanting sutras is also a process of fostering happiness. The Daojue monk
believed that the study of the Buddhist scriptures is not religious for lay people, but rather he
wanted people to understand the life philosophy and knowledge from the Buddhist scriptures
rather than think of Buddhist scriptures as religious mantras. When lay people study Buddhism,
it is like they are studying mathematics and chemistry. At the same, this monk also thought
practicing Buddhism can help people find the meaning of life faster when they practice
Buddhism.

Conflict, Evolution, and Fusion: Chinese Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism
Tibetan Buddhism
Buddhism originated in India and was created by Shijiamoni, the saint of Shijia. After
Buddhism was introduced into China, its development differed by regions. There are two
different kinds of Buddhism in Yongchang, which are Chinese Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism.
The essential difference between these two kinds of Buddhism lies in their different belief
systems. Chinese Buddhism belongs to the Xianzong, which means Exoteric Buddhism. The
basic premise is that anyone can learn, and a teacher is not necessarily required to study
Buddhism. In contrast, Tibetan Buddhism stems from the Bon religion and belongs to Mizong,
which means Esoteric Buddhism. Practice is done in secret, and if people want to study Tibetan
Buddhism, they have to find a teacher. Beyond this core difference in beliefs associated with
practice, there are also certain differences between Chinese Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism in
customs and temple styles.
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Compared with the legends and history of Chinese Buddhism in the Yongchang area,
Tibetan Buddhism has not made as much cultural contribution through history and legends in
Yongchang area. Yet Tibetan Buddhism is the only religion that has ever dominated politics in
the Yongchang region and helped to create regional peace.
From 764 CE to 766 CE, the Yongchang area was defeated by Tubo, which was a Tibetan
dynasty, and Tibetan Buddhism began to grow in the Yongchang area. In the following years
(764-1368 CE), due to the decline of the Chinese central government, Tibetan Buddhism further
developed. Later, during the West Xia Dynasty (1038-1227 CE) and Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368
CE) Tibetan Buddhism and Chinese Buddhism influenced each other.
In 1247 CE, the Mongol Empire negotiated with Tibetan Buddhist leaders and established
the White Padeitya Temple. The event was called the Liangzhou Negotiations. The background
of this event was that the Mongol Empire wanted to conquer Tibet peacefully. So the General of
the Mongol Empire - Kuoduan decided to talk with Sakya Pantida who was the leader of Tibetan
Buddhism. In 1246CE Sakya Pantida arrived at the Yongchang area and held the landmark
conference together with Kuoduan paving allegiance to the central government of Mongolia.
“Since then Tibet and Mongolia have been united by the same belief systems” (Du 2009, 592,
translated from original Chinese). After the Liangzhou Negotiations, Sakya Pantida stayed in the
Yongchang area and taught Buddhism.
While today, in Yongchang, Tibetan Buddhism does not have as large a following as
Chinese Buddhism, it has played a key role in Buddhist beliefs and practice--both secular and
religious. One of the reasons that Tibetan Buddhism is no longer mainstream is due to the
dominance of the Han ethnic group, but another reason for its decreased influence is that Tibetan
Buddhism has had to adapt to changing times. For example, some Tibetan Buddhist temples
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have become historical heritage and the Tibetan Buddhist can longer live in them, which
impacts their ability to adhere to their religious practices. As a result of historical processes and
government policies, the number of people who believe in Tibetan Buddhism has declined
greatly.

Traditional Tibetan Buddhism
Figure 7 is the main hall of Yangxiang Temple, a Tibetan Buddhist temple. The center of
the picture is a square white house. The White House was topped with a golden crown and two
deer on their stomachs. The outside of the house was shaded with red-brown cloth. On either side
of the house are three golden cylinders filled with scriptures from Tibetan Buddhism. Tibetan
Buddhists believe that everything has a spirit. Thus, they cut scriptures into or onto different
things like cylinders and flags, and when people turn a cylinder or when the wind blows a flag, it
is a way of chanting sutras. In front of the house are four stone lions and two white incinerators.
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Figure 7: Yangxiang Temple, June 19, 2020, Sunan, China
The main hall of Yangxiang Temple. Yangxiang temple was a typical Tibetan Buddhism temple.
The main color of this temple is white.
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Yangxiang Temple is the most typical Tibetan Buddhist temple in the Yongchang area in
this study. Both its architectural style and associated custom are obviously different from
Chinese Buddhism. Tibetan Buddhist temples do not have the traditional Chinese pointed eaves
and are predominantly white. It is worth noting that Yangxiang Temple has also been influenced
by traditional Chinese culture, in front of the temple placed stone lions to protect peace.

Evolution of Tibetan Buddhism
Figure 8 shows the Haimu Temple. The photograph consists of a huge mountain, three
red halls from top to bottom and a cave with delicate Chinese-style doors. Haimu Temple was
built in the Tang Dynasty and rebuilt during the Ming (1368-1644 CE) and Qing (1632-1912 CE)
Dynasties. The temple was destroyed in the 1960s, and only two building foundations and three
caves remain. In recent years, the government and monks rebuilt it. The three red halls are the
result of the reconstruction. And the deities in these three halls are from Chinese Buddhism. In
particular, Milefo in the hall at the bottom appears as an evolved image of Chinese Buddhism
rather than the original image of Buddhism. The cave in the photo is one of three that survived
and contains a spring. In the cave, there is a deity called Jinganghaimu. Jinganghaimu is a female
deity in Tibetan Buddhism. Her other name is Vajrayogini in Sanskrit. In Tibetan Buddhism, she
is the leader of female deities.
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Figure 8:Haimu Temple, November 15, 2020, Jinchang, China
Haimu temple, located on a mountain. The temple consists of four parts - three halls and a cave.
The temple uses Chinese-style buildings.
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The history of the Haimu temple is lacking. According to the introduction of monks in
Haimu (亥姆) Temple, it was built by two Lamas (term for Tibetan Buddhist monk), who
practiced there. These two Lamas used the name of Jinganghaimu to name this temple. But later,
with the arrival of the Han ethnic group, the temple became a place for Chinese Buddhism. Then
a couple came to ask for a child and they drank the water in the spring. Finally they had a child.
More and more people heard this information and came to this temple to pray for a child. And
the Haimu (亥姆) Temple changed its name to Haimu (孩母) Temple, which means the temple
for children and mothers.
But this oral history is not recognized in current research on the Haimu temple. On the
one hand, there is not a lot of archaeological evidence for Haimu Temple, on the other hand, few
scholars have studied Haimu Temple in China. The largest and most authoritative academic
system-CNKI in China has only one thesis on Haimu Temple. Li Zhirong (2018) thought that
from Haimu (亥姆) Temple to Haimu (孩母) Temple was just a mistake with the similar
pronunciation, but from the cultural point of view (oral history), this is not accurate. The monks
in the temple also said they sometimes encounter devotees bringing animal visceral to the
temple. In Chinese Buddhism, offering meat to the deities is disrespectful; however, in Tibetan
Buddhism, animal viscera are often offerings and “Jingganghaimu feeds on animal viscera
during her practice” (Guard of Temple. Interview with Liming Gao. Personal Interview.
Jingganghaimu Temple, September 23, 2020). Therefore, from Haimu (亥姆) temple to Haimu
(孩母) temple is the process of the change of Tibetan Buddhism.
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Figure 9: Jingganghaimu and Spring, November 15, 2020, Jinchang, China
Jingganghaimu is a female deity in Tibetan Buddhism. She is the fist origin of the name of
Haimu (亥母) temple. The spring in this cave can help people get pregnant. The spring is the
second origin of the name of Haimu (孩母) temple.
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Figure 9 is a color photograph taken in a cave. In the center of the photograph is a statue
of deity from Tibetan Buddhism. This deity has six hands and he holds different treasures in
them. And deity also has three eyes and the hair looks like fire.The deity is the Jingganghaimu.
Before deity there are flowers in abundance. In front of the flowers there is a table with food on
it. To the right of the photograph is the location of the spring, but only a bucket can be seen
instead of the spring. It was believed that the spring would help females conceive. Before
COVID-19, monks at the temple allowed people to drink the spring water themselves. But in the
wake of COVID-19, monks at temples bottle the spring water for health reasons and sell them to
people at a lower price.

Cooperation and Fusion: Chinese Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism
Daoism and Confucianism
Daoism is the indigenous religion of China. Daoist ideas are a fusion of early Chinese
beliefs and the Dao school in Chunqiu period (770-403 BCE) in China. Daoism is the
mainstream religion in the Yongchang area. But unlike Chinese Buddhism, Daoism has only a
few temples and far fewer legends and histories than Chinese Buddhism. Therefore, it is difficult
for the Daoists to obtain subsistence funds through the temples. In the Yongchang area, in
contrast to religious practitioners of Buddhism, most Daoists run shops. They make wreaths in
stores to honor the dead and wait for customers to invite them to perform ceremonies.
Confucianism was founded by Confucius in the Spring and Autumn Period. The main
thoughts of Confucianism are benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, faithfulness,
courage, forgiveness, sincerity, loyalty, filial piety and fraternal respect. In ancient China,
Confucianism was a philosophy rather than a religion. But people pray to Confucius as a deity,
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because they believe that Confucius can protect people to have a good grade in School.
Confucianism is in a special situation in the Yongchang area. There are no Confucians, but
everyone is influenced by Confucianism and they would build temples for Confucius. Although
Chinese Buddhism, Daoism, and Confucianism belong to three different belief systems in the
Yongchang region, the boundaries between them are not very clear; there is a fusion between
them.

Confucius Temple
The Culture Temple was built between 1437 CE and 1439 CE after reconstruction and
expansion during the Ming (1368-1644 CE), Qing (1636-1912 CE) and Republican (1912-1949
CE) dynasties. It has been more than 500 years since it was built into a group of buildings with
perfect layout. It is praised as the “crown of Longyou Academy (Introduction in Culture
Temple)” and is a complete Confucius temple composed of three parts: Confucian school,
Confucian Temple, and Wenchang Palace. In terms of belief system, the Culture Temple belongs
to Confucianism and the main functions of the temple in the past were to educate students,
memorize Confucius, who founded Confucianism, and store books. In the Culture Temple there
is a list of students who have excelled scores in national exams in the past. The most important
part of the Culture Temple is the Confucius Temple, which houses statues of Confucius and other
famous Confucian scholars. Although the temple's belief system is Confucian, some elements of
the Culture Temple come from Daoism. People set up the statue of Wenchang Jun, a deity from
Daoism, in Wenchang Palace to bless the luck of examinees. Unlike Wenchang Jun, Confucius is
not a deity in the Culture Temple, but a teacher and ancestor who blesses examinees.
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Figure 10: Culture Temple, November 24, 2020, Liangzhou, China
Culture Temple is the biggest Confucius temple in the Yongchang area. In this hall, there is a
statue of Confucius and sixteen statues of his students.
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Figure 11: Confucius Temple in Dajue Temple, February 27, 2021, Wudang Mountain,
Yongchang, China
The Confucian temple in Dajue Temple is located on the highest peak of Wudang mountain. And
this temple is controlled by Buddhism. This photo was taken during the Spring Festival
evidenced by the lanterns in the temple.
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The Confucian temple in Dajue Temple is located on the highest peak of Wudang
Mountain. This temple was not built by Buddhists. In the past, Dajue Temple was actually a
Buddhist, Daoist, and Confucian temple run by Daoists. Importantly, Wudang Mountain has
Buddhist temples at its base, Daoist temples in its middle, and Confucian temples at its top.
While this phenomenon remains to this day in terms of temple architecture, through time
Buddhist influence has increased and Daoists decreased, thus, in terms of religious practice,
Buddhism has taken over the mountain (Duosheng He. Interview with Liming Gao. Personal
Interview.Yongchang, April 21, 2021). So the belief system of the Confucius Temple at Dajue
Temple is not Confucian but Chinese Buddhism. Buddhist monks run the Confucian temple and
compared with the Culture Temple, this Confucian temple is not a complete Confucius temple.
Currently only the main hall commemorates Confucius, and until recently (due to historical
changes) there was no statue of Confucius in this temple--only his portrait. But “in 2005,
Buddhists donated statues of Confucius and his students” (Yongchang County Archives 2009,
translated from original Chinese), yet due to falling into disrepair, the temple is only open to the
public during major festivals. The monks of the Dajue Temple built a new temple next to the
Confucius temple; however, this temple is not a Confucian temple but a traditional Buddhist
temple. This admixture illustrates that while Chinese Buddhism believes in Confucius, it does
not take him as the primary faith in the Yongchang area.
Both Figures 10 and 11 are color photographs of Confucian temples. Their main
buildings are Chinese-style halls with traditional Chinese pointed roofs and red walls. Both
Halls’ sign say “Dacheng Dian (大成殿)” to show they are Confucius temples. Figure 10 is
Culture Temple and Figure 11 is the Confucius temple in Dajue Temple. The hall in Figure 11 is
older than the hall in Figure 10.
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Deities
In the Yongchang region, Daoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism share a common belief
that Confucius was an ancestor and teacher. They also have other common deities, which are
partly derived from Daoism and Buddhism, and partly from Chinese folk beliefs. Haimu Temple
is a Buddhist temple, but there is a hall with the deity of Wealth, Can Shen, who is the original
Daoism deity but is not affiliated with any religion now. The monk in this temple said, “the
purpose of placing the deity of Wealth is to meet the needs of the public.'' In particular, some
business people will put him in their offices to protect themselves, and people want to make
money. The Buddhist temple placed the deity of Wealth. This example is another example of the
fusion of religion with the secular.
Figure 12 is a color photograph that features Can Shen. In the center of the photograph is
a table with five statues on the table. The five statues all wear armor and hold treasures in their
hands. The statue on the far right is a smaller one in a box. The other four statues are the same
size, and from right to left they are dressed in gold, red, white, and red armor. The small figure
and the two large figures in the middle have white faces, while the other two figures have red
faces. They all are Can Shen, which means Wealth deity. The Can Shen is derived from Daoism.
These statues were photographed at Haimu Temple.
Other common deities of these three religions stem from China’s folk religion. In China’s
folk religion, people like to deify some military generals who have made great contributions in
history. It is believed that these great generals will continue to protect China after their death. In
Dajue Temple, there is a statue of Guan Yu. Guan Yu was a general from the Three Kingdoms
Period (220-280 CE) of China. The public praised him for his loyalty so he became a deity.
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Figure 12: Wealth deity, November 15, 2020, Haimu Temple, Jinchang, China
They all are statues of Wealth deity. Wealth deity is from Daoism. But Haimu Temple, as a
Buddhims temple, also uses Wealth deity to satisfy people’s wishes
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According to Stein & Stein 2017, 346), “Durkheim thinks religious and other cultural
phenomena serve some essential purpose in maintaining the society.” This notion suggests that
the phenomenon of divine integration is mainly due to the needs of believers. Thus, when
religions use deities that are closer to human desires (and often serving secular, everyday needs,
they bring people closer making religion less lofty, and more amiable.
Worldview
In terms of worldview, i.e. cosmic order beyond the earth and humans, Confucianism has
no such concept. Because the Confucian goal is to govern society, the Confucian world is the
world inhabited by human beings, not deities. But the world view of Chinese Buddhism and
Daoism is broader because they think there are other worlds out there, which as they converged,
so did their worldviews. For example, Daoism and Chinese Buddhism have a similar worldview
with hell and heaven. Worldviews have blurred the boundaries between these two religions, and
yet also brought them into conflict. For example, the Buddhist view of Daoism is that “Daoism
also has supernatural power, the way they see the world and we see the world is the same.
Because that's the way the world is. But the Daoists are less capable than we are. We can see
beyond the world they can see” (Daojue Monk. Interview with Liming Gao. Personal Interview.
Dajue Temple, April 16, 2021). This concept also exists in Daoism, but there is no denying that
they are cooperating and converging.

China’s Policy toward Buddhism
Culture Revolution
The Culture Revolution was a sociopolitical movement in China from 1966 until 1976. In
this revolution, a lot of China’s traditional cultural remains were destroyed and many famous
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writers, artists, and politicians died. Religions like Buddhism were especially banned in that
period.
“They forcibly banned religious believers from their normal religious life, treated
religious patriots and religious believers in general as' subjects of dictatorship ', and created a
large number of unjust, false and erroneous cases in religious circles. They also regarded the
customs and habits of some ethnic minorities as religious superstitions, forcibly prohibited them,
and even suppressed religious believers in some places to undermine ethnic unity. They useR
violence on religious issues” (Wei 2012, translated from original Chinese).
During that time, a lot of temples were destroyed and the monks had to stop learning Buddhism
in the Yongchang area. A temple called Thousands Buddha Temple was damaged by the Red
Guards. Even far from the city, Yunzhuang Temple, a temple hidden deep in a mountain and still
not very accessible even today, fell into disrepair during that time, only gradually being restored
decades after the Cultural Revolution.
It was a dark time, yet policy did not stop people from believing and practicing religion.
Jinganghaimu Temple, a Buddhist temple located in Wuwei, China, and according to
archaeological data dating back to the West Xia dynasty in 1130 CE (Jiang and Zhao 2019, 43,
translated from original Chinese) has been able to survive. The legend of Jinganghaiwu Temple
began during the Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127 CE). It goes as follows: An egg was born in
this village from the sky, five little girls came out after the eggshell cracked. They were so clever
that they could talk as soon as they were born. It turned out that they were the emissaries of the
Buddha, and they were all Jinganghaiwu, the deity of this temple. When they were five years old,
they began to practice and teach Dharma in the local mountains. Different from the deities in
Chinese Buddhism, they liked eating the viscera of animals so they usually bought the viscera
from a local butcher whose family name was Zhang. One day, however, the five deities forgot to
pay the bill. Butcher Zhang came to their practice place in order to collect the money. The five
deities didn't know the intention of him. They were very scared and fled to the sky. Worried that
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he might not get his bill, Butcher Zhang grabbed a deity by the foot. Suddenly he realized that
the deities could not be profaned and loosen his hand. However, it was too late, the deity lost her
power and couldn't come back to earth from the sky again. It took three hundred years for the
deity to fall from the sky. When she fell to the ground again, she resumed her practice until she
died. Her death is not a secular death, but a death in Buddhist culture. Her death represented that
she finished the missions. Shelizi was found in her body after cremation. In Buddhism, after
cremation, the Buddhists leave behind carbonized bones and other things are called Shelizi and
they believe Shelizi is the evidence of practice. People in this village wanted to memorize her
and built the temple to set up her Shelizi and statue in her practice place; during the Cultural
Revolution, the Red Guards wanted to destroy the temple. To protect the temple, the local people
hid the Shelizi and statue of Jinganghaimu in their village, and they would change the hiding
place every day to make sure the Red Guards couldn't find them. After the Cultural Revolution,
people built new temples for the deity in this village and the old temple on the mountain also
became an unused place for archaeologists to study. The main point of this story is that although
the governmental policy was detrimental for religion, people chose to protect their deity because
of their faith.
Current Policy
On March 31, 1982, the Chinese government issued the "Basic Views and Basic Policies
on Religious Issues in the Socialist Period of China" to correct mistakes made during the
Cultural Revolution. The law affirms the value of religion in Chinese society and makes it clear
that religious belief is free in China; however, it also forbids Communist party members from
having religious beliefs. On November 30, 2004, the Chinese government issued "Regulations on
Religious Affairs" to restrain religious political figures. The law stresses the illegality of extreme
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religions and imposes strict requirements on religious schools and activities. In general, China is
more harsh on religion than other countries, yet the laws have also eliminated some potentially
controversial religious practices, such as Tibetan Buddhism's use of human bones as ritual
instruments. In the Yongchang area, Buddhism approves of these policies. Buddhists at
Jingganghaimu Temple believe that “the purpose of these policies is to guarantee the Shan,
which means goodness and kind, of religion and prevent some people from doing evil in the
name of religion. Therefore, it is conducive to the spread of Shan in Buddhism, so that the real
belief of Buddhism can be understood by more people”.

Secular and Religions
Secularism and religion are closely linked in Yongchang and yet diverse. For example,
the biggest connection between Islam and secularity are Muslim restaurants, while the biggest
connection between folk religion and secularity is divination because folk religions help lay
persons predict the future, and so on. However, Chinese Buddhism is even more closely tied to
the secular world with the biggest manifestation being the festivals. In the Yongchang area,
people celebrate different festivals that can be easily divided into three categories, secular
festivals, secular festivals involving religion, and religious festivals involving the secular. The
latter two festivals are mainly related to Daoism and Chinese Buddhism.
Spring Festival
The Spring Festival is the most important festival in China. People celebrate the
achievements from the past year and pray for happiness in the next year. In Yongchang, Spring
Festival is also the biggest festival of the year and the most religious/secular festival. It begins on
December 23 of the lunar calendar. In Yongchang, people call this day Jizao Festive, which
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means the festival to give thanks to the deity of stove-Zaowangye. In Daoism, there is a
government in paradise managing people and deities. Though most deities work in paradise,
some of deities who don’t have much power can only work in the secular world. Zaowangye was
one of them, but he can enter paradise in the final year if he tells Yuhuang Empero ,who is the
main deity in Daoism, what bad things people did during the year. Then the Yuhuang Empero
will publish people who did bad things INGin the next year. Therefore, on this day, the people of
Yongchang area conceptually sacrifice Zaowangye with Tanghuazi, which is a kind of sweets, so
that the sugar would stick to his mouth to prevent him from stating people’s mistakes. This is
another example of secularism combined with religion.
In China, the Spring Festival usually ends on the 15th day of the first lunar month, but in
Yongchang, people officially end the Spring Festival on January 16 of the lunar calendar. People
have a custom-Youbaibing on this day. Youbaibing means to let illness go and people use this
ritual to bless health and peace in the New Year. On this day, people get up early to pray in
temples and monks in the temple prepare candles and incense sticks for the public to use in
advance.
Figure 13 is a color photograph of the main hall in Dajue Temple on the last day of the
Spring Festival. The subject of the photograph is the main hall. Inside the hall there were yellow
lights as well as lanterns hung outside. The monks at Dajue Temple were already waiting for the
people to arrive. Figure 14 is another color photograph of the last day of the Spring Festival. This
photograph was taken with a drone on the road on the day of the Youbaibing ritual. The road
leads to the Dajue Temple and is packed with a large number of people. Some people are heading
for home, others are heading for the temple. The Youbaibing ritual usually lasts until noon.
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Although the weather was bad that day, there were still a lot of people. Due to the COVID19,
people were more likely to use this ritual to keep themselves healthy and free of COVID-19.
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Figure 13: Dajue Temple in Spring Festival, February 27, 2021, Wudang Mountain.
Yongchang,ChinaThis is the main hall of Dajue Temple at the end of Spring Festival. Monks
open the lights and lanterns for people who take part in the Youbaibing early.
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Figure 14: Road toward Dajue Temple, February 27, 2021, Wudang Mountain, Yongchang,
China. This is the last day of the Spring Festival in the Yongchang area. So Yongchang people
come to Dajue temple to hold the ritual-Youbaibing.
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Yufo Festival-the Birthday of Buddha
Buddhists believe that lunar April 8 is Shijiamoni's birthday; thus, they call this day
Buddha's birthday. On this day, monks wash the Buddha statues with water for the Yufo
Festival, which means Bath of Buddha Day. While this festival is a typical Buddhist festival,in
Yongchang, the festival has evolved into a Yongchang folk festival. Across China, people kick
off the festival with a celebration where people visit temples to pray, but in the Yongchang area,
people set up mobile restaurants to introduce traditional food and hold folk activities such as
Yongchang Opera in the streets towards the temples. The traditional Yufo festival lasts only one
day, but in Yongchang the festival lasts five to ten days, and people visit this folk street festival
after a long day's work.
Figure 15 is a color photograph of a stage during the Yufo festival. On the stage were two
people dressed in traditional Chinese opera costumes. A large crowd gathered in front of the
stage to watch the performance. The stage is located in the north of Yongchang County,
surrounded by a Wufo temple. Figure 16 is a color photograph and the the subject of the
photograph is a street that leads to Dajue Temple and Wufo Temple. A red sign at the entrance to
the street reads in Chinese "Celebrate the Yongchang County Folk Culture Festival on April 8th
of the Lunar calendar." The street is crowded with people, mobile restaurants, and balloon sellers
for the Yufo Festival.
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Figure 15: Opera Stage, May 18, 2021, Yongchang, China
People are watching the opera. This is the birthday of Buddha. But people in the Yongchang area
also celebrate this Festival.
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Figure 16: Road in Yufo Festival, Yongchang, China
This is the road towards Dajue Temple and Wufo Temple. People set up restaurants in this road
to celebrate the Yufo Festival in the Yongchang area. A red sign at the entrance to the street reads
in Chinese "Celebrate the Yongchang County Folk Culture Festival on April 8th of the Lunar
calendar."
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Conclusion
In the Yongchang area, religion is sacred, but it is also secular. Religious tolerance is
evident in the Yongchang area through architecture, festivals, and everyday practices. From the
perspective of Chinese Buddhism--today the dominant religion--Buddhists are happy to get
along with other religions, they are happy for non-religious people to use their temples as scenic
spots; in other words, they reflect religious tolerance withinYongchang culture. From the
perspective of secular people, people have no malice toward religions, they are willing to, and
seek to, participate in religious culture at the festivals, as well as,willing to talk about their
troubles with deities even though they do not believe in a particular religion. Secular tolerance
works with religious culture to become a part of Yongchang culture.
This study isn't perfect and it is not over. The Yongchang area is home to a large number
of temples and religious sites, and the study surveyed only some of them, as well as some temple
sites in the Yongchang area. Additionally, archaeological excavations have just been completed
and the archaeological reports have not been released. Therefore, these data and materials are
lacking in current studies. For example, at the Jingganghaimu Temple, excavations were only
completed in 2020, and when I talked with the people who did the excavations , they said it
would take another year or so for the report to be published. Jingganghaimy Temple plays a key
role in the study of Tibetan Buddhism in the Yongchang area, which means it is important to
know the archaeological data of this temple. Meanwhile, this thesis mainly focuses on Chinese
Buddhism in the Yongchang region, but in fact, there are many different religious perspectives.
Taking Confucianism as an example, it is also a good way to study the religious tolerance in
Yongchang by discussing whether Confucianism is a real religion, and its role in religious
tolerance. This thesis lacks a discussion of the relationship between ethnic minorities and
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religions, and as mentioned , some religions like Islam and ethnic minorities are critical to
understanding religion dynamicsin the Yongchang area. Meanwhile, folk religion is also an
important area of study. Folk religions play a role similar to a psychotherapist in the Yongchang
area because their belief system is a mix of early Chinese cosmology, Chinese Buddhism,
Daoism, Confucianism, and possibly some shamanism. During my field work, I also discovered
that in the Yongchang area, there is a culture called the Liqian culture. The people who belong to
Liqian culture believe their ancestors were Romans. Although there is no clear evidence of this,
especially DNA evidence, the Liqian people believed it and have created their unique culture,
and built the Jinshan Temple, which is a Roman style Buddhist temple. This last example
exemplifies the complexity of religion and the implications of current and historical
circumstances on religious tolerance in the Yongchang area, leaving many interesting questions
for future research.
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